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The science-practice controversy in the 
Department of AgricuUure, 1887-1898 
by Greg Logan 
In an early issue of the Queensland Agricultural Journal, editor 
A.J. Boyd published a brief article from an American magazine 
recommending permanganate of potash as an effective remedy for 
mosquitos in swamp lands. In response, the Government 
Entomologist, Henry Tryon, reprimanded him sharply for lack of 
consultation, rudely belittled the article as scientifically ridiculous, 
and cast doubts on Boyd's editorial skill. While refusing to publish 
Tryon's rejoinder, Boyd genially acknowledged that the 
entomologist's science was probably right.' 
This apparently insignificant exchange may be put down to Tryon's 
renowned tactlessness. But there is another more fundamental 
explanation. Despite a profound respect for science, Boyd was 
essentially a self-educated practitioner. On the other hand, the 
redoubtable Henry Tryon was a well-qualified scientist (though he 
had no degrees). In Queensland in the 1880s and 1890s, scientists 
and practical men were not infrequently at each others' throats. Many 
ordinary farmers and not a few politicians saw theoretical science 
as the antithesis of good practice, rather than its basis. 
In this conflict, the first Under-Secretary for Agriculture, Peter 
McLean, and the first Instructor in Agriculture and Principal of the 
Queensland Agricultural College, E.M. Shelton, played significant 
roles. For in the pubUc perception, McLean was a bumbling 
practitioner (who had been given his job as a political 'pay-off'); 
while Shelton was a mere theoretical scientist (and, worse, an 
American). 
SCIENCE V. PRACTICE 
For decades after 1859, agricultural science was promoted by a few 
politicians such as Francis Kates and W.H. Groom and by the Liberal 
Press. They argued that the scientific revolution in agriculture was 
now a reality, largely thanks to the work of US agricultural colleges 
and to John Lawes and Henry Gilbert of Rothamsted Experiment 
Station in southern England. 'Practical and scientific agriculture must 
now go hand in hand' was their catch-cry.^ A scientific world view 
was essential both for Queensland's trading competitiveness and to 
meet the challenges of a new environment. Successful adaptation of 
European farming experience to Australian conditions demanded 
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flexibility, a willingness to experiment and take risks, and the 
knowledge and intelligence to perceive and evaluate optional 
responses to problems. As the Queenslander remarked in 1875 and 
again in 1897: 'It may be said of farming in Queensland that it has 
hitherto been — and to a very great extent still is — neither more 
nor less than a series of experiments.^ 
This view of agricultural needs in Queensland was not 
unreasonable; for a scientific outlook was conspicuously absent 
among Queensland farmers in the 1870s and 1880s. Though contrary 
to the popular view, the evidence strongly suggests that colonial 
farmers, with some exceptions, were resistant to innovation or risk-
taking. In 1890, the journalist 'Wai-Rimmerai' compared farmers 
to 'a row of swallows^ sitting on a fencing wire' in an evocative 
description of the ordinary farmer's attitude to innovation: 
An occasional bird will take flight and strike out by himself. By 
and by a train passes and there is a general scattering of the 
feathered bipeds:, who:, on the departure of the disturber:, return 
to their original occupation of watching such of their confreres 
as are trying various means of making a living. So:, with most 
farmers:, they will 'see how Smiff gets on' with his cream separator:, 
ensilage or other modern innovation. By and by comes a drought 
or a flood and scares the whole crowd . . . and in a frantic and 
withal desultory manner:, they determine to start an ensilage stack 
or a drainage system. Before their minds are made up the immediate 
cause of the disturbance has passed:, and back they all go and 'roost 
on the wire'.'' 
Such sentiments were too common to be mere journalistic 
cleverness. They were endorsed by better educated farmers, one of 
whom observed in 1889 that many of his fellows were 'just standing 
still, never advancing in any way, never testing fresh ideas, never 
improving on anything, but going everlastingly on in a kind of miU-
horse fashion in the old ruts'.^ In 1888 the Under-Secretary for 
Agriculture complained of the 'indifference of farmers to 
experimental matters, so much so that U is quite disheartening'.' 
The difficult experience of the Acclimatisation Society and various 
Show Societies in rousing farmer interest and enthusiasm has been 
well documented and is illustrated by Bernays' frustrated exclamation: 
'I never knew the apathy of the public so deadly as it is here'.' 
According to the Agricultural Press, farmers showed little initiative 
in responding to Queensland conditions: they were paralysed by 
unforeseen natural hazards such as drought, and were inclined merely 
to 'fold their arms and grumble' rather than take preventive or 
remedial action.* 
The view that a scientific outlook could remedy some of these 
attitudinal problems largely belonged to relatively progressive liberals. 
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Kates' assertion in 1885 that 'it is universally admitted that agriculture 
is now a science' was far from the truth, as illustrated by the defeat 
of his motion in that year for the introduction of agricultural 
colleges.' Farmer scepticism was supported by the more parochial 
agrarian politicians, and by pastoral politicians who had little to gain 
by the furtherance of agriculture. John Murray, for example, claimed 
that 'those farmers who . . . employed the greatest amount of 
scientific knowledge invariably went to the wall','" while De Satge 
remarked in 1874 that 'industry and experience' rather than scientific 
knowledge were the key to farming success." 
Given this fundamental disagreement about the value of science 
in agriculture, it is not surprising that the appointment of an Under-
Secretary to head the new Department of Agriculture in 1887 was 
controversial. Whether practitioner or scientist, the appointee was 
unlikely to please everyone. The appointment of Peter McLean was 
particularly unfortunate because it not only fanned the science-
practice debate but also raised issues of political patronage and 
administrative incompetence. 
A CASE' FOR DUTTON'S DETECTIVE 
McLean had some farming experience on his Beenleigh property, 
'Belivah', which he settled in 1868, but rightly or wrongly, he was 
not known as a successful farmer.'^ As a local farmer and as 
Inspecting Commissioner of Crown Lands in the Moreton District 
from 1883 to 1887, he was familiar with farmers and farming 
problems in this area, but as Hume Black pointed out in 1887, 
'Beyond the Moreton District, he knows nothing'." Moreover, in the 
absence of a strong scientific and educational background, his ability 
to apply his limited experience to wider problems, especially tropical 
and dry-climate agriculture, was doubtful. 
Nor was he well-liked among farmers. His main task as Inspecting 
Commissioner was to enforce the selection conditions under the 1884 
Act. Where forfeitures were necessary, it was McLean who 
recommended them. A Congregational lay-preacher and leading 
temperance advocate, McLean brought to this unpleasant task such 
qualities of conscientiousness, strict adherence to the letter of the 
law, straight-laced morality, and, to use Hume Black's term, 
'obstructive officialism', as to earn considerable hostility.''* The 
Moreton farmers knew him, with little affection, as 'Dutton's 
detective'.'^ Even Dutton, who took pains to defend McLean during 
the 1887 Supply debate, did not deny his unpopularity. Kellett, an 
Opposition Member, drew the conclusion that 'Mr McLean . . . was 
not a suitable person to send among these men . . . many of them 
would simply hunt [him] out of the district'.'^ 
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Doubts about McLean's administrative competence derived from 
his involvement with the State Farms experiment in the 1880s. In 1882 
the Mcllwraith Ministry appropriated 2 000 pounds for an experiment 
farm in Central Queensland and another 'near Brisbane'.'^ The 
latter was never established, but a farm was opened at Comet River 
in Central Queensland and another at Yeulba on the Darling Downs 
shortly before the Ministry's defeat in November 1883. As Inspecting 
Commissioner of Crown Lands after 1883, McLean had the task of 
supervising the two farms. 
These attempts to establish institutions for agricultural research 
and education were a disastrous failure, a major set back for 
supporters of scientific agricultural institutions, and a further blot 
on McLean's uncertain reputation. Whenever colleges and State 
Farms were discussed in later years, the cry was raised 'Remember 
Yeulba!'. 
Ignorance of physiography, lack of adequate planning, penny-
pinching government policies, and bumbling management were 
responsible for the failure of both farms. The site at Yeulba, midway 
between Dalby and Roma, had been selected by Surveyor-General 
W. Alcock Tully, with the advice of Mr Pink, Curator of the Brisbane 
Botanic Gardens.'* The Yeulba land was poor, and both sites were 
dry. 
This was particularly obvious at Comet River, where the first crops 
were destroyed by drought. The government's concept of the farms 
starved them of the funds necessary to dig wells and provide 
irrigation. McLean explained this concept in a letter to the Yeulba 
Farm manager, William King, in July 1884: 
In all our operations on the Farm, the one main thing to keep in 
mind is that it is not a model farm we are carrying on, but an 
experimental farm, and an experimental farm only so far as to prove 
whether or not the soil on which we are operating will produce 
in remunerative degree the crops a selector would naturally resort 
t o . . . ' ' 
Accordingly, McLean opposed farming practices and equipment 
beyond the resources of the average selector. This approach was at 
best doubtful, and was firmly rejected in the early 1890s by E.M. 
Shelton, the Instructor in Agriculture.^" Griffith closed the Comet 
River Farm a few months after it opened. The Yeulba Manager, 
William King, was dismissed in 1884 when he clashed with McLean 
over the government's concept of the farm, and two years later Yeulba 
was also closed. 
Several of McLean's critics argued that if he mismanaged one or 
two small institutions, he could scarcely manage a Department of 
Agriculture. As the Member for North Brisbane remarked, 'the salary 
for Mr McLean (as Under-Secretary) would be just as profitable for 
the colony as the model farm at Yeulba had been'.^' 
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McLean's appointment as first Under-Secretary for Agriculture was 
also unpopular because of its strong overtones of 'jobs for the boys'. 
Between 1876 and 1883, he represented the seat of Logan, and in 
his maiden speech in 1876, declared himself a firm supporter of the 
Liberals. He supported the land principles espoused by Dutton in 
the late 1870s, and opposed Mcllwraith's 1879 motion of no-
confidence in the McAlister Ministry, of which Griffith was a 
member. In 1879 he became a ministerial associate of Griffith as 
Lands Minister in the Douglas Ministry, but the'parliamentary defeat 
of Douglas gave him only three weeks 'experience' in this portfolio. 
When he lost Logan in 1883, Dutton appointed him Inspecting 
Commissioner of Crown Lands in the Moreton District, provoking 
an angry parliamentary outcry against 'political patronage'. A similar 
reaction followed his appointment as Under-Secretary for Agriculture 
in 1887. With characteristic sarcasm, B.D. Morehead expressed a 
common and not unjustifiable reaction: 
We all know the history of this Mr McLean. 1 admit that at one 
time he held the portfoho of Minister for Lands, for three weeks, 
1 think. I admit that he is an electioneering power as one of the 
heads of the Good Templars. I admit that he may have given 
assistance to the present ministry ..}^ 
Establishment of a Department of Agriculture, and appointment 
of Peter McLean as its first Under-Secretary, were approved on 2 June 
1887 by Executive Council Minutes sponsored by Dutton. The 
decisions were hasty and came as a general surprise to most, 
encouraging the suspicion that Dutton was merely extending his 
empire. As W. Brookes MLA remarked, the Department sprang up 
overnight 'like Jack's beanstalk'.^' 
With McLean at the helm, there was little confidence in the 
community that the new Department would promote scientific 
agriculture. Dutton's association with the Department as minister 
merely confirmed these doubts, for Dutton's interest in establishing 
a Department of Agriculture was related more closely to the 
impending demise of his 'off-spring', the Crown Lands Act of 1884, 
than to the needs of Queensland agriculture. To Dutton, McLean's 
lack of scientific quaUfications was inconsequential. 
Though replaced by Henry Jordan on 30 August 1887, Dutton 
played a key role in the formulation of the Department's early 
priorities. In the 1887 Supply Debate, he emphasised that the 
Department would initially be concerned mainly with information 
dissemination and the selection of agricultural lands under the Lands 
Act. Rather than a basically educational Department, Dutton saw 
it as a sub-branch of the Lands Department. Its main function was 
'to enable the Lands Department to carry out one branch of its 
duties', with the uUimate goal of saving the 1884 Act. In the 1887 
Address-in-Reply debate, the minister emphasised that: 
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The Under-Secretary for Agriculture is intended here to work in 
a more practical way than is generally understood by the work that 
such a department would perform in older and more settled 
countries. That is, it will not be so purely scientific . . . It is 
intended that this Under-Secretary for Agriculture . . . shall make 
himself thoroughly acquainted with all the lands that are open. 
He must have plans and maps and every information which can 
be possibly required by any selector.^ "* 
On the possible future development of scientific educational and 
research functions, Dutton was vague : 
there will be a time, probably, by and by, when the post will be 
filled by a scientist, but at the present time what we want is a 
thoroughly practical farmer.^^ 
Where did an agricultural college and a system of agricultural 
extension fit into this philosophy? Liberals like Kates criticised 
Dutton's ideas, arguing that 'He will have to go in for experimental 
farming and go in for agricultural education to make U any 
good . . .'^' The Press were also concerned, and suggested that 
neither Dutton nor McLean had 'the right sort of knowledge to fit 
them for this task'.^' Griffith evidently shared the growing doubts. 
He was absent in London for the Colonial Conference at the time 
of the appointment of Dutton and McLean. On his return he used 
the death of William Miles to remove Dutton from the Ministry of 
Lands and Agriculture in August 1887, and he also expressed doubts 
about the McLean appointment.^* 
Under Jordan, scientific education acquired a larger place in the 
Department's role. The US Ministry of Agriculture was asked in 
December 1887 to recommend someone for the new position of 
Instructor of Agriculture. The stated duties were vague: the appointee 
would be required to 'advise the government generally' and the precise 
nature of his duties would largely 'depend on his own advice in this 
respect'.^' In Parliament, Griffith and Jordan emphasised that the 
Instructor would be the professional head of the Department, 
responsible for developing a system of scientific agricultural education 
to include, at the pinnacle, an agricultural college.^" His functions 
were clearly separated from those of the Under-Secretary, who was 
the Department's chief administrator.^' As Permanent Head, 
McLean was, in theory, SheUon's superior. 
Yet, McLean often had to fight for proper recognition and respect 
from the protagonists of science among his political masters. In 1887, 
under pressure from Members who regarded the position of 
Permanent Head as anomalous, in view of the imminent appointment 
of a 'professional head', Jordan agreed to demote McLean to 
'Inspector of Agricultural Lands'.^^ While this change was not 
implemented, McLean was not well-treated by later ministries. Year 
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after year, salary increases were knocked back until even the Press 
expressed embarrassment at the treatment meted out to the 
Department's Head. In this situation, his authorUy over his 
subordinates was not always confident. 
In theory, this situation of 'dual control' gave the Instructor in 
Agriculture freedom to pursue scientific education and research. In 
practice, circumstances limited his success, and this was to prove a 
blow to the role and prestige of science in the Department and its 
institutions. 
SHELTON: PROPHET OF SCIENCE 
Edward Mason Shelton took up his appointment as Instructor in 
Agriculture in February 1890. A graduate of Michigan Agricultural 
College, where he had also obtained an M.Sc. in 1876, Shelton was 
Director of the Experiment Station at Kansas State Agricultural 
College from 1874-89." His brief in Queensland was impossibly 
broad. Chief professional advisor to the Government, he was also 
the Department's chief itinerant expert, expected to spend much time 
travelling and dealing with individual queries.''' He tackled this 
massive task with enthusiasm, but without the support of adequate 
research and teaching faciUties. His success was somewhat limited, 
particularly in the perception of the farming community, which was 
inclined to insist on highly tangible measures of success. 
As reflected in the Department's first annual reports, rust in wheat 
was one of Queensland's greatest agricultural problems in the 1890s. 
In 1889 McLean announced that a series of test stations would be 
established on private farms in various parts of the colony to develop 
rust-resistant varieties. The test station concept was strongly 
supported by a series of Inter-colonial Rust-in Wheat Conferences 
held between 1890-96, and the first Queensland stations were 
established at Hendon and Yangan on the DarUng Downs in 1891.^ ^ 
The plots were not a great success and it was not until Farrar 
developed his Federation wheat that the rust problem was overcome. 
Shelton was largely responsible for initiating and supervising the 
scheme, and its failure did little for his reputation. 
A further tangible measure of Shelton's inadequacies, in the 
popular view, was the absence until 1897-98 of a network of colleges 
and research institutions. During Shelton's first seven years, the 
notoriously inefficient State nurseries remained the only State 
agricultural institutions.'^ In reaUty, blame for this situation rests 
with the lethargy of the Continuous Ministry in the 1890s, and with 
the financial problems created by the 1893 depression, rather than 
with Shelton. He was a believer in 'doing things right from the start' 
and argued that the nurseries, which had been established in 1889 
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on McLean's advice, had insufficient support in terms of money and 
expertise and that their functions were too narrow. In successive 
reports he recommended the development of a college and research 
institutions, and rightly insisted that his own success as an itinerant 
teacher was prejudiced by the lack of such institutions." 
In criticising Shelton, the down-to-earth 'Dads and Daves' of the 
1890s were incUned to compare him invidiously with John Mahon, 
the travelling Dairy Expert. Mahon was a bluff and hearty man, well-
liked and accepted arhong farmers. He had the inestimable advantage 
of a Travelling Dairy for instruction, a practical idea far more 
acceptable to farmers than the best lecture.^* In contrast, Shelton 
was small, bespectacled, somewhat ascetic and professional in 
appearance, and with a distinct tendency to coolness and aloofness 
in his dealings with people. Though he endeavoured to use practical 
implements in his lectures, his lantern slides and other devices were 
not in the same league as Mahon's travelUng dairy.'' Criticised for 
the dryness of his presentations, he did not need the well-meaning 
Edward Mason Shelton, first principal of Queensland Agricultural College. 
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support of the Queenslander, which editoriaUsed in 1894: 
'Surely . . . selectors do not expect Professor Shelton, the leading 
light of the Agriculture Department, to take off his coat and plant 
wheat with his own hands'.''" 
When an Agricultural College was finaUy established in 1897, 
Shelton was appointed first Principal. He implemented a syUabus 
which achieved a nice balance between the theoretical and the 
practical, while nevertheless recognising that practice was 'king'and 
science merely its 'prime minister'. Though later experience suggests 
that the balance achieved was reasonable, influential college students 
and teachers, and some of those politicians who had opposed the 
college from the beginning on the grounds that it would be too 
theoretical, did not agree. 
Dissatisfaction among the students led to one of the most 
extraordinary series of events in Queensland's educational history. 
In Shelton's words: 
On Monday, 9th May, there seems to have been a conspiracy on 
the part of the bolder and more lawless of the students, which 
culminated in a night of disorder and violence which I do not 
remember to have seen paralleled in my experience with college 
work . . . Not only were the buildings pelted, but teachers and 
students who happened to expose themselves. 1, myself, was 
violently struck by a missile while endeavouring to search out the 
disorderly persons . . ."*' 
This scene was repeated on successive nights. Discipline broke down 
completely and on 20 May 1898 Shelton reported that he had expelled 
one ring-leader and suspended another. Meanwhile, however, 37 
students of the available 54 signed a petition to the minister 
complaining of Shelton's management of the College."^ 
At the subsequent inquiry chaired by J.V. Chataway, Thynne's 
successor as Minister for Agriculture, Shelton's inability to relate to 
students emerged as a major cause of the problems."*' To the 
students, as to many of their farmer parents, he remained the 
archetypal 'foreign intellectual'. While the curriculum he developed 
for the college appears neither high brow nor too theoretical, many 
farmers evidently perceived it as such, and some politicians of the 
day were inclined to be over-influenced by these perceptions. Perhaps 
they cannot be blamed too much, for without farmer support how 
was the college to function? As W.H. Groom said in the 1898 Supply 
Debate, farmers were still unenthusiastic because 'the college was orUy 
intended for the sons of rich men, the farming that was taught there 
was too extravagant, and a man could not make a living on his farm 
if he adopted the methods taught at the college'.'*^ This view was 
shared by other powerful members of the Farmers Representatives 
Union in the Legislative Assembly, many of whom had opposed the 
establishment of a college in favour of a less expensive institution. 
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Chataway's decision was motivated by these broader consider-
ations. Unlike Thynne, Chataway had little liking for scientists and 
was inclined to agree with the farmer perception of Shelton as a mere 
theorist. The rebellion provided a welcome chance to get rid of 
Shelton and to change the balance of science-practice at the college. 
The Press recognised that Shelton had been dealt with unfairly,"^ 
and indeed it seems probable that if Thynne rather than Chatway 
had occupied the ministerial seat, Shelton may well have survived. 
Shelton resigned on 30 June 1898. The new Principal was John 
Mahon, the highly successful itinerant Dairy Expert and real father 
of the Queensland dairy industry. Unfortunately, Mahon had little 
of the broader scientific perspective needed to run a coUege designed 
to serve the whole of Queensland. Within a few years, the academic 
or theoretical component of college courses was drastically reduced, 
and the college research program was narrowed to concentrate on 
dairying. Queensland Agricultural College effectively became a 'cow 
college'.'*' The repercussions were far-reaching, and in 1911 Mahon 
was removed from his position after an inquiry by the Education 
Department into the college's abysmal academic standards."' 
McLEAN V. BENSON 
Chataway's lack of enthusiasm for scientists in the Department 
was reflected in another incident involving conflict between McLean 
and the highly qualified Fruit Expert, A.H. Benson. Benson was 
trained at Cirencester Agricultural College in England, and had 
worked on fruit experiments with University of California scientists 
before taking up an appointment as Fruit Expert in NSW in 1892.''* 
He was appointed Queensland Fruit Expert in November 1896 at 
Thynne's initiative. Almost immediately, Thynne was accused of 
favouring his new 'golden-haired boy' over the Under-Secretary, Peter 
McLean, and Glassey claimed that Benson was soon to take over 
McLean's job."' There may well have been some truth in this 
rumour, for Thynne undoubtedly respected Benson, as a well-
qualified scientific man, over McLean. It was Benson's report in 1897, 
to which McLean did not contribute, that laid the basis for the system 
of State Farms established after 1897, and this report also laid the 
basis for a power struggle between Benson and McLean.^" The 
Benson Report recommended the creation of the largely autonomous 
position of Director of State Farms and suggested Benson himself 
as the first incumbent. 
WhUe McLean did not object to the creation of the new office, 
he strongly objected to Benson, 'whose arrival here is but of 
yesterday', as the first incumbent, and he took particular exception 
to the independence of the new post." Thynne took no notice, and 
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Benson was duly appointed to the new position early in 1898. When 
J.V. Chataway replaced Thynne in mid-1898, he promptly followed 
up his dismissal of Shelton, another of Thynne's appointments, by 
a decision to emasculate the position of Director of State Farms and 
restore McLean to his previous position. It is possible that political 
antagonism between Thynne and Chataway influenced these 
decisions, but a more fundamental explanation Ues in the different 
views held by the two men on the role of science in the Department. 
While Thynne was avant-garde in his thinking, and preferred scientific 
men like Shelton and Benson, Chataway was rather more cautious 
and suspicious of science. 
The motto of the Royal Agricultural Society of England was 
'Practice with Science', and there were few liberal thinkers in colonial 
Queensland who disagreed with the implied need for agricultural 
practice to be based soundly on science. However, when it came to 
deciding on the proper balance between the two, disagreement was 
common and often violent. As far as official policy was concerned, 
much was determined by the attitudes of successive ministers for 
agriculture and the prestige of senior departmental officers. Science 
was at a low ebb in the years 1887-89 when Peter McLean 'ruled 
alone'. Appointment of Shelton in 1890 gave promise of a resurgence, 
but this promise was eventually frustrated by low public esteem for 
Shelton and his work. After Shelton's resignation in 1898, the balance 
of science and practice in the coUege curriculum changed several times 
before a relatively stable formula was developed after 1923 by J.K. 
Murray and the Department of Public Instruction. 
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